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About half of Colombia's 24 million eligible voters went to the polls on March 10 to elect a new
legislature. More than 8,000 candidates were running for 102 Senate seats and 166 lower-house seats.
Results were disappointing for the traditional parties and pointed to a possible first-round victory
for independent right-wing candidate Alvaro Uribe in the May 26 presidential elections. Just over
40% of the country's 23 million registered voters went to the polls, down from 45% in the 1998
congressional elections. Despite threats of violence, one of the main reasons for the high abstention
seemed to be voter apathy toward a Congress considered corrupt and inefficient.
Corruption scandals, including one in early 2000 in which members of Congress were found to
have signed bogus multimillion-dollar contracts, have turned off voters. Just before the elections,
the government prosecutor's office reported that 100 of the 8,453 candidates have criminal records
which will automatically disqualify them for office if elected. The opposition Partido Liberal
lost space in the 102-seat Senate, winning 29 seats, 19 less than it took in the 1998 elections. The
governing Partido Conservador also lost ground, dropping from 15 to 13 seats. Nearly 60% of the
upper house will be controlled by independent coalitions, movements, or small parties, with 21
more seats than they had in 1998.
In the lower house, the Conservatives dropped from 43 to 21 seats, while the Liberals saw their
numbers reduced from 84 to 53. The remaining 92 seats, 55.4% of the total, belong to independents,
movements, or small parties. Independent candidates obtained the most votes in the election.
Taking the most votes in the Senate race was Luis Ramos, who split from the governing Partido
Conservador to form part of an independent coalition backing Uribe, a Partido Liberal defector.
Second was former M-19 rebel Antonio Navarro Wolff, followed by Former Liberal German
Vargas, who also backs Uribe. Another top vote-getter was Carlos Gaviria, a former member of the
Constitutional Court and a leader of Movimiento Frente Social y Politico (FSP), whose presidential
candidate is former trade unionist Luis Eduardo Garzon. Uribe allies are believed to now hold
more than a quarter of the seats in both houses, a high total in Colombia where the Liberal and
Conservative parties have long dominated politics.
Uribe strongly opposes peace talks between the government of President Andres Pastrana and
the two main rebel groups, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the
Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN). Uribe remains the heavy favorite to win in the first round of
the presidential elections, followed by Partido Liberal candidate Horacio Serpa, with independent
Noemi Sanin and Garzon far behind.
"The elections definitely consolidated Uribe Velez's place. Horacio Serpa lost space and Noemi
Sanin was defeated," said Fernando Giraldo, dean of political science at the Universidad Javeriana.
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Conservatives and Liberals still enjoy an advantage, said Luis Valencia of the Universidad Nacional
de Colombia, because of practices like "vote-buying and clientelism" trading votes for public-sector
jobs, scholarships in private universities, and personal favors.
Senator-elect Navarro said, "Sunday's results show the need to think seriously about holding a
referendum to implement in-depth political reforms, because the country cannot continue to have
a Congress that is as clientelist as the one that was elected." While the results show a rejection of
traditional party politics, they also show an electorate not as easily defined as previously thought.
"People were worried that the electorate was far off to the right, advocating only law and order,"
said Alejo Vargas, Universidad Nacional political science professor. "But as much as law and
order candidates did well, you could also say that center-left candidates made important strides.
Tendencies are divided."

What makes a free and fair election?
President Pastrana called the election a "triumph of democracy over terrorism," and international
observers characterized the vote, overseen by more than 100,000 troops, as largely free and fair. But
the stepped-up war in recent weeks and targeted kidnappings of candidates affected the electoral
process. While candidates in the major cities were able to campaign, large areas of the country
plagued by violence were off-limits, forcing candidates to get their message out through television,
radio, and newspaper ads.
"They [candidates] were restricted from going certain places, not so much because we prohibited
it, but for their own safety," said Interior Minister Armando Estrada. The 17,000-member FARC
called for a nationwide boycott of the election and declared as "military targets" people who voted
in eastern Arauca province. Authorities canceled voting in 15 of the 1,097 municipalities, mainly
because rebels seized and burned the ballots, Estrada said.
Just before the election, FSP presidential candidate Garzon said the elections are "marked by
illegitimacy" because of the pressure from the various armed groups. He said that paramilitary
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) leader Salvatore Mancuso boasted that they would
control 35% of the seats in Congress after the elections. The drug cartels "are financing many
campaigns," Garzon said. "Even Bishop Isaias Duarte Cancino, one of the most important clerics
in the country, said several days ago that this is happening." "With this panorama, it is almost
impossible to talk about a democratic atmosphere," said Garzon in an interview with Notimex. The
situation is even more serious "if you consider that, within the national territory, there are three
states or parastates."
He said one such parastate in the north is headed by AUC leader Carlos Castano, a southern sector
by FARC leader Manuel "Tirofifo" Marulanda, and the center by Bogota mayor Antanas Mockus,
who governs the most important city in the country. "So, in our nation, there is no pilot," he said.
"The country is practically split, and the only entity that does not represent any state is the Pastrana
government."
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Interior Minister Estrada also spoke of AUC influence in the election. "Some [candidates] have an
agreement with the paramilitaries," he said. "Some are definitely their candidates and others simply
support the kind of legislation that could be helpful to them." In a message on the Internet after the
election, AUC commander Mancuso claimed his group had "greatly surpassed" its goal of placing
sympathetic candidates in 35% of the seats in Congress. The paramilitary role in the elections is
difficult to prove. Groups representing ranchers and banana growers can legally fund candidates
who support policies the AUC favors. Many of those candidates also belong to traditional parties,
masking their ties to the paramilitary forces.

Resignations follow elections
The day after the elections, the head of the Partido Conservador, Sen. Carlos Holguin Sardi,
resigned because of the party's poor showing. On March 12, the party's presidential candidate Juan
Camilo Restrepo left the race, further deepening the party's crisis. Some analysts said Restrepo's
withdrawal was the death knell of the Partido Conservador as a political force. Restrepo, a former
finance minister, was running far behind in the polls. He said his withdrawal would help purify and
strengthen the party.
"I will abstain from registering my candidacy as a contribution to the unity of the party and
its future," said Restrepo, who left his post as ambassador to France to run for president. "The
traditional parties have been weakened and the Partido Conservador is even worse off as a
consequence of Pastrana's unpopular government," said Eduardo Barajas, dean of political science
at the Universidad del Rosario.
The next day, the Conservatives threw their support to Uribe. If elected president, Uribe would
negotiate with the rebels, but only under terms the rebels are unlikely to accept. To counter the
guerrillas' growing strength, he proposes arming civilians in the countryside, adding tens of
thousands of soldiers to the army, and even bringing in foreign troops.

-- End --
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